Historiographie américaine / anglo-saxonisme / Nouvelle-Angleterre / Nouvelle-France / Histoire romantique
These numbered chapters correspond to a particular period of time and a general title, followed in turn by the standard subheadings found in works of this nature, detailing each of the major topics discussed in the chapter in question. 1 The timeframe covered by Parkman's The Old Régime stretches from 1497, with the arrival of the first French explorers in Acadia, to 1763, the year the English formally took over the control of the territory, a period of precisely two hundred and sixty-six years.
Over the past thirty years, criticism on Francis Parkman has been varied and wide-ranging, most it dating to the 1980s. Wilbur R. Jacobs, who taught at the history. Ideologically conservative, they were raised on a stable set of republican principles and ideals which can be traced back to the political origins of the country.
They were initially supporters of the Federalist Party, then of its successor, the Whig Party, and finally, in post-Civil America, of Lincoln's Republicans, the exception being George Bancroft, who always showed a preference for the Jacksonian democrats (it was a commonly-held view that each page of his History voted for the Democratic Party).
For them, the writing of history was an art, to be put side by side with literature. New England's 'patrician' historians, Parkman included, saw themselves as the last in line of the Anglo-Saxon peoples. They were convinced that the political system that had been put in place by the Founding Founders was none other than a continuation of the democratic practices that had begun in the forests of Germany centuries before, then carried by the Anglo-Saxons to the shores of England, and later on transplanted on to the North American continent. 12 As Anglo-Americans, they subscribed to the existence of a 'Teutonic germ' in American society which they themselves embodied, dismissing the Norman contribution to the formation of the cultural and political makeup of the English people throughout the eleventh and twelfth centuries. In the passage below, Parkman's contrast between Germanic and Celt tribes is quite telling as an example of the overt cultural biases held by the gentlemen-amateur historians towards Latin peoples, as regards their propensity to think emotionally rather than rationally, to act and behave in unpractical ways and inability to reach consensuses for the common good:
The Germanic race, and especially the Anglo-Saxon branch of it, is peculiarly masculine, and, therefore, peculiarly fitted for self- in the Puritan-individualist ethos of personal accountability" and contrary to English settlers, those of New France, in his view, were accountable not to themselves, but to a higher entity, the centralized authority of the King of France (264).
Common to all the Romantic historians, Parkman included, was the idea that human progress, which they thought could be traced in the history of nations, was a sort of line that ran, if you looked at the globe, invariably from East to West and from North to South. Politically, this progress had been associated to a change from autocrat to There was a beastly superstition prevalent among the Hurons, the Iroquois, and other tribes. It consisted of a "medicine" or mystic feast, in which it was essential that the guests should devour everything set before them, however inordinate in quantity, unless absolved from duty by the person in whose behalf the solemnity was ordained, -he, on his part, taking no share in the banquet. So grave was the obligation, and so strenuously did the guests fulfil it, that even their ostrich digestion was In The Old Régime Parkman shows a keen interest in social matters in New
France. 17 He goes to great lengths to describe Canadian society in its various aspects, narratives. This is to say that they must be read not only for their use of documentary evidence, but also for their literary value, their vivification of the past, and their conveyance of a reality that is as distant from ours as from those who first read them.
Had these accounts not been written our historical record would certainly be poorer.
This should not be understood as acquiescence and acceptance of their Eurocentric worldview, but rather as an opportunity to bring to light the diversity of voices to be heard in connection with Europe's colonial past whether in the Americas or in other parts of the world.
Although this study corroborates previous ones in that it points out that New England historians were informed by a cultural and political bias against the French and Latin peoples, in general, that stemmed from the Reformation, it is hoped that it may have also shed some light on some of their differences, which in the case of Parkman is associated with the social Darwinist thought that characterized the period in question, as expressed in his Anglo-Saxonism. As has been noted, although the conquest of North America was not as "spectacular" as those of Mexico and Peru (Doughty 161), one must continue the process of examining the shared pasts of those who now inhabit the Americas, bridging the gaps that still separate them, so as to, hopefully, reconcile them with their past. The fact that Parkman was denied an honorary degree by the University of Laval in 1878, amid much controversy, only to be granted a few years later by its English-language equivalent, McGill University, is testimony to the need to bridge these gaps and to efface eventual cultural barriers that may still persist in the Americas.
